The rate at which parents deliver energy to their brood is an important factor in avian reproduction because poor condition caused by malnutrition may reduce the offspring's survival to breeding. Models of central place foraging predict that nesting parents should optimize their prey delivery rate by minimizing travelling distances and by selecting patches where the gain per unit cost is high. I investigated the allocation of searching time amongst food patches in the home ranges of breeding great tits, Parus major, and blue tits P. caeruleus, by radiotracking. The density of locations in individual trees was positively correlated with prey biomass within trees and negatively with the distance of the trees from the nest. These two factors explained 52% of the variance in the allocation of the birds' search time. In rich patches, food was reduced considerably within 20 m of the nests, and the birds' travelling distances increased significantly during the nestling period. In parallel to foraging selectively in rich resources near the nest, the birds continually sampled the trees in their territory. The average surplus search time due to resource exploration was 1.52 times (range 1.25-1.99) the expected search time if the birds had exclusively used the most profitable patch. Despite considerable effort in patch sampling, the overall search time per unit prey was 30% better than expected by an equal use of trees. The results suggest that foraging tit parents come close to the maximum rate of prey delivery possible in a given patch distribution.
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In many bird species, fledging weight affects juvenile survival (Magrath 1991 and references therein) and strongly influences the number of recruits to the breeding population (Tinbergen & Boerlijst 1990; Magrath 1991; Verboven & Visser 1998 ). Hence, parents should optimize their offspring's growth rate by foraging efficiently and by breeding when food is abundant. For great tits, Parus major, and blue tits, P. caeruleus, nestling food is abundant for a very short period, and thus the timing of breeding in relation to food availability is of particular importance (e.g. Perrins 1970; van Balen 1973; Garnett 1981; Noordwijk et al. 1981; Verhulst & Tinbergen 1991) . Tit parents are unable to maintain high prey delivery rates when food is scarce. Thus, the abundance of prey largely determines the energy flow to the nest and the resulting fledging weights (Gibb 1955; van Balen 1973; Gebhardt-Henrich & van Noordwijk 1991; Perrins 1991; Naef-Daenzer & Keller 1999) .
To optimize nestling growth and condition at fledging, the parents should achieve food delivery rates allowing nestlings to grow at about the maximum physiological rate (as with 'ad libitum' food; Keller & van Noordwijk 1993; Naef-Daenzer & Keller 1999) . On the other hand, collecting the large amounts of food required is costly and may affect the parents' future condition and survival (Nur 1984a (Nur , b, 1988 Hõrak et al. 1999) . This leads to a trade-off between maximizing chick growth and minimizing parental foraging costs. The timing of breeding is important in both these respects: when caterpillars are most abundant, the average search time per feeding trip is ca. 40% lower than before or after the peak (Naef-Daenzer & Keller 1999), allowing high delivery rates at relatively low costs. Therefore, there is a double premium in birds having the nestling period coincide with the peak food availability.
Little is known about the foraging strategies of breeding tits in the field. The spatial distribution of prey is usually uneven and changes considerably with time (Gibb 1958; Royama 1970; Perrins 1991) . Experiments in captivity have shown that foraging tits prefer rich resources and respond quickly to temporal changes in the distribution and size of prey (Smith & Dawkins 1971; Krebs et al. 1977; Ydenberg 1984; Grünberger 1992) . Field observations have shown great and blue tits return up to nine times to the same spot, often the same branch, and that
